Introduction
We believe Ana Castillo's strength as a writer comes not necessarily from her intricate, at times miraculous and slightly humorous plots, but from her characters, especially from the female ones. She started writing at the end of the 20 th century, a period in which indigenous feminists were striving to make their beauty heard, to overcome the shadows and the invisibility they were forced to live in.
Just as Virginia Woolf confessed to digging out beautiful caves behind her characters, thus enriching her fiction with humanity, humour and 139 depth, so Ana Castillo establishes intimate connections between her female protagonists. However, these do not occur at surface level, and so we perceive her characters as being different. On the face of it, no link, no conjunction is made visible. These connections take place in the caves dug out behind her characters, where their selves meet and communicate and are drawn together by a collective consciousness, by one all-encompassing self.
Hence, Ana Castillo's So Far from God could be read not as a novel about a five-member family (the sixth, Domingo, being more absent than present) but as the independent stories of Sofia's four fated daughters, who are magnetised toward the centre, drawn together towards Sofia, the allencompassing self, the only survivor. Her daughters are all facets of herself -hope (Esperanza), faith (Fe), charity (Caridad) and saintliness (La Loca).
The fact that only Fe, the one who tries to live the American Way, dies normally, while the others miraculously and suddenly disappear (except for La Loca, but she had already died once and been resurrected at the beginning of the novel), shows that only this aspect has disappeared from Sofia's intricate self. She no longer wants to achieve and live the Great White Way. As the other three disappear -one in a war zone, another experiencing a miraculous descent into the earth, and La Loca's transcendental departure -we feel that a shadow has been cast on each of these aspects of Sofia's personality one by one, though it continues to exist; all but her faith in the American Dream.
Soldaderas/ La Adelita
In a chapter on literary myths and archetypes, Tey Diana Rebolledo Rebolledo also presents the female archetype of Sor Juana Inés de la
Cruz (a 17 th century scholar and nun) who symbolises the intellectual woman. Her independent spirit and thirst for knowledge made the Church authorities see her as a troublemaker and she was forced to give up her studies, since it was inappropriate for a woman and a nun to pursue intellectual work. She also refused to follow the traditional pattern (marriage and motherhood) because she saw them as impediments to her intellectual pursuits, and, as Rebolledo (1995:59) puts it, "she was not a quiet, longsuffering woman, but an intellectual who, for most of her life, made and lived her own choices".
So does Esperanza, Sofia's eldest daughter, who miraculously disappears (her body is never found) in hostile territory. She is a soldadera, a La Adelita who makes and lives out her own choices, and who is sent to Saudi Arabia, a "faraway and frightening place" (Castillo 1994:47) .
Moreover, Esperanza is the embodiment not only of a soldadera, but also of Sor Juana, an intellectual woman, since she is the only one of Sofia's daughters to get through college, as she is interested in the struggles of her people:
Esperanza had been the only one to get through college. She had gotten her B.A. as a news broadcaster. These were transitional years where she felt like a woman with brains was as good as dead for all the happiness it brought her in the love department. (Castillo 1994:25-6) Hence, we encounter an intelligent, independent and hard-working Esperanza. We also encounter a Sofia with traditional views, and an Esperanza claiming her status as a young woman, refusing to be seen and treated like an animal. However, though independent, hard-working and with a career, she is an introverted woman, desperately in need of affection, who is willing to sacrifice her career in the name of love (she gives up an offer to go to Houston for the sake of being reconciled with Rubén).
Being the eldest sister, she is used to being ignored by her mother and rejected by her family (it is only after her death that her family starts talking about her and Rubén realises how much she meant to him). Not being heard, understood or cared for, she decides to get away from her dysfunctional family, whom she holds responsible for her sense of displacement in society. She thus goes to Saudi Arabia, in spite of Caridad's foreboding dreams. Soon enough, she becomes an American hero, a tortured prisoner of war, posthumously awarded medals by the great American Government. Esperanza becomes a La Adelita who has the courage to make things better for her gente; who goes to someone else's war because she wants to get away from her unaffectionate family. Fortunately, her efforts to make herself heard are fruitful. Inspired by her eldest daughter, Sofia decides to run for mayor:
Esperanza always tried to tell me about how we needed to go out and fight for our rights. She always talked about things like working to change the "system". I never paid no attention to her then, always worried about the carnecería, the house, the girls.. Sandra Cisneros transforms the powerless, crazy woman into a strong one. She does not resort to murder. Instead, she chooses to follow the path towards her rebirth and, little by little, the woman's hollering ceases to be a sign of pain and rage and becomes an exclamation of triumph, of rebirth, "of a woman's assertiveness in a world seething with male aggression" (Carbonell 1999:69) .
Just as Cleófilas' inarticulate wail transforms into a holler, so does
Sofia's daughter, Fe, reclaim her voice by transforming herself from La Llorona, who wails at her loss, into La Gritona, who hollers at her oppressors.
We are first introduced to a perfect Fe:
Fe, the third of Sofi's daughters, was fine. That is, twenty-four, with a steady job at the bank, and a hard-working boyfriend whom she had known forever; she had just announced their engagement. [...] She was a reliable friend to the 'girls' at work. Fe was beyond reproach. She maintained her image above all -from the organized desk at work to weekly manicured fingernails and a neat coiffure. After a while, with Sofia and La Loca taking care of her, she stops being La Llorona (though Fe is not a mother figure) and becomes La Gritona; she stops wailing and begins hollering. However, the painful transition leaves her with a fragmented discourse and a "scratchy-sounding"
voice, "similar to a faulty World War II radio transmitter, over which half of what she was saying did not get through " (1994:85) . She is also left with amnesia concerning the period of her so-called illness.
All the same, Fe is fortunate enough to experience a rebirth, a change in personality. Seeking independence, she moves from Sofia's protecting house. Now powerful, confident in her strength, she hopes to have her own family, and so she decides to get married again, this time to her cousin, Casimiro. She even gets "the long-dreamed-of automatic dishwasher, microwave, Cuisinart, and the VCR, not for wedding presents [...], but which she had bought herself with her own hard earned money from all the bonuses she earned at her new job" (1994:171).
However, she is not completely cured of America, of the life seen on T.V., and not completely aware of the way it has entrapped her. Eventually, her endeavour to achieve the American Dream kills her, and she is the only one of the sisters who dies and does not come back. Her cancer consumes 145 her just like her dream had done, and at the time of her death there is little left of her. She is the victim of "the society of spectacle" (Aldama 2003 ).
Tlazolteotl
Spirituality means close relationships with divinity, but it is also about connecting to the inner self. The only one of Sofia's daughters who reaches this union of body, soul and mind is Caridad. She is an intricate character, perhaps the one who experiences the most radical changes.
Needing to connect her sexuality to her spirituality and creativity, she undergoes fundamental transformations, and thus she is a character difficult to classify into a strict typology. She is step by step, experience by experience (three abortions, betrayal by men and, finally, assault by the malogra), a licentious woman, La Curandera, a lesbian and Tsichtinako's sister. She is all these and none in particular. She is Tlazolteotl, a dual Aztec deity, symbolising filth, sin and a powerful sexuality on the one hand, and forgiveness, cleansing, purification on the other.
However, Caridad is not licentious woman in the true sense. Her choices are the result of being a woman of colour in an oppressive, patriarchal, misogynistic society. After being rejected by her lover, Memo, she "no longer discriminated between giving her love to Memo and only to Memo whenever he wanted it and loving anyone she met at the bars who vaguely resembled Memo" (1994:27 However, the mystery surrounding this remains undisclosed, and one may even have the impression that she has in fact been attacked by someone, probably a man, trying to annihilate her womanhood: "Sofia was told that her daughter's nipples had been bitten off. She had also been scourged with something, branded like cattle. Worst of all, a tracheotomy was performed because she had also been stabbed in the throat. " (1994:33) In spite of being mutilated and treated like an animal, of being changed from "the sister of porcelain complexion" into a "nightmare incarnated" (1994:33), she is miraculously resurrected as the beautiful Caridad she was before the assault. After experiencing this physical and spiritual mutilation, her healing powers are revealed, and she thus becomes a curandera. All the same, she does not like to be near people.
She then falls in love with a woman, Esmeralda, and becoming a lesbian is for Caridad a natural step towards acknowledging her identity.
Her being a lesbian is not a reaction to male oppression and superiority. It is a mere recognition of who she is:
It was a funny thing because you might figure that after what happened to her, not only with Memo, but especially because of the nightmarish night in Caridad's life, she might have become an embittered woman, who hated men for having served little purpose in her life but to bring her misery and shame. But she didn't. Caridad was incapable of hating anyone or anything, which is why doña Felicia had elected her heiress to her healing legacy. (1994:77) The final step towards Caridad's rebirth is when she and Esmeralda become Tsichtinako, the female spirit of the Acoma Indian creation myth, 147 the female creatrix, "who had nourished the first two humans, who were also both female" (1994:211). According to the genesis story of the Acoma Indians, they are the sisters who created their world, and thus one may see the relationship between Caridad and Esmeralda not as a sexual one, but as a spiritual one. Furthermore, even before their spectacular return to their place of origin, the narrator warns us about the special relationship between these two women. They "never said much to each other, although undoubtedly they were communicating on a level less pedestrian than mere words". [...] Converting the mother goddess, Tonantzín, into the Virgin Mary as Guadalupe, the brown virgin, was the Mexic Amerindian people's way of attempting to hold on to their beliefs. (Castillo 1995:111) Though not a maternal figure, La Loca resembles La Virgencita because she casts a motherly protection over her family and community.
She helps Sofia take care of Caridad and Fe when they experience the traumatic events in their lives, "healing her sisters from the traumas and injustices they were dealt by society -a society she herself never experienced" (1994:27).
Furthermore, Sofia's youngest daughter also mirrors La Virgen de Guadalupe because, just like her, she appears to give hope and salvation to people; to pray for them. La Virgencita "is pure and free from sin. [...] She is regal and dignified. She is also a helper to those who are ill or in need.
She intercedes on behalf of humans before God and Christ her son -she is a transmitter" (Rebolledo 1995:52) . Similarly, La Loquita is a mediator between the world of spirits and Tome since she is the only one who sees La 149 Llorona, the lady with the long white dress who brings the message of Esperanza's death.
Last but not least, after her resurrection, people "with faith" (Castillo 1994:24) immediately follow her word, and "people came from all over the state in hopes of receiving her blessing or of her performing of some miracle for them " (1994:25) . Moreover, at the end of the novel, the community (1994:232) However, as stated above, La Loca does not fully resemble Tonantzín/La Virgen de Guadalupe. She is more. She is powerful Tonantzín, creator and destroyer who resurrects and transforms herself into a virginal figure. The Virgen of Guadalupe whose destiny was to pray for everybody, but who was repulsed by the smell of humans. She is "the little crazy saint" (Castillo 1994:247) and Sofia's "eternal baby" (1994:218) , the virginal figure who, at the end, dies of HIV.
Coatlicue, Towards a Complete Self
The "strangest goddess of pre-Spanish America" (Anton, quoted in Perdoname, honey, for all the grief I've caused you." (Castillo 1994:111-2) .
Conclusion
While in most Chicana novels we see women oppressed, subjugated by men, Castillo is one step ahead. Her characters are no longer dominated by hatred. They have reached the centre of the multi-nuclear society. They now have a room and a voice of their own, and they need to adapt to their new status.
Hence, the world of Ana Castillo's fiction is not one in which men deliberately treat women badly. The world of Sofi and her daughters is one populated by men who love and appreciate their women but who cannot cope with their flaws. Rubén leaves Esperanza, yet at the end of the novel we see him in a touching moment in which he desperately clings to her bathrobe, realising too late how much she meant for him. We also see a Tom unable to go on with his life and a Memo trying, though unsuccessfully, to become a man. Last but not least, we see a protective and 152 affectionate Domingo, who, unfortunately, is too weak to confront his demons:
"Do I look like a silly woman to you, Domingo?" "Not at all," he said. "You look like a beautiful woman to me... especially right now, with the glow of the sunset against your face..." There was a time when Domingo had only to look at Sofi and she would go to him, dissolving in his embrace like liquid gold... a time when Domingo looked forward to every sunset with Sofia, his Sofi. But that was before the cockfights, the horses, the card games, the nickel-and-dime bets that turned into acres of land he bet away and knowing there was no end and no limit to his impulses, he went away for twenty years without looking back. (Castillo 1994:110) All in all, Sofia is not poor Sofi anymore. She is not the passive, obedient woman everybody -including herself -expects her to be. She is the woman who took her life in her hands and made decisions according to her will and desires. She is a fighter and she is reconciled with her selves.
